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Can Man Discover the Future?
?rom Current Opinion.

In an Illuminating' essay, first read
fooffiEe'-'th- Royal Institution of Lon-

don and ribvf published in this county
("Tho Discovory of the Future," pub-

lished by B. W. Heubsch), II. G. Wells
considers the question how far our
present ignorance of tho future is jus-

tifiable, a fixed and necessary condi-

tion of human life. Is man as wo
know him final? And what Is to
oome after man? Would not somo
knowledge of the future greatly bene-

fit human life today and accelerate
our progress toward a higher culture?
Mr. Wells Is so possessed by the fas-

cinations of his subject that he forgets
. for tho time being his usual comploxl- -

and gives a clonr, brief statemontItloshis wonderful and startling thought,
lie bolIoveiH thnt along certain lines

and with oortnin qualifications and
limitations, a working knowledge of
the future Is humanly possible. We
overestimate, he says, our certainty
regarding the past, and underestimate
the certainties of the future. The
knowledge of the past possessed by
the educated man of today is not all
of the same kind, and it is derived
from three different sources, personal
memory, recorded history and modern
.science. Examining these sources,
Mr. Wells writes:

"First of all he has the realest of
nil knowledge tho knowledgo of his
own porsonal experiences, his mem-
ory. Uneducated people bollevo their
memories absolutely, and most edu-oat- ed

people believe them with a few
reservations. Some of us take up a
critical attitude even toward our own

i

memories; we know that they not
only sometimes drop things out, but
that sometimes a sort of dreaming or
a strong suggestion will put things in.
But for all that memory remains vivid
and real as no other knowledge can
be, and to have seen and hoard and
felt Is to be nearest to absolute con-

viction. Yet our memory of direct
impressions Is only tho smallest part
of .hdt we ktfow. Outside that bright
area comes knowledge of a different
order the knowledge brought us by
other people. Outside our Immediate
personnl memory thero comes this
Wider area of facts or quasi facts told
us by more or less worthy people, told
us by word of mouth or by tho written
word of living and of dead writers.
This is tho past of report, rumor, tra-
dition and history the second sort of
knowledge of the past. The nearer
knowledge of this sort Is abundant
and clear and'detnlled, remoter It be-

comes vaguer, still more remotely In

time and space it dies down to brief,
imperfect instrlptions and enigmatical
traditions and at last dies away, so far
as the records and traditions of hu-

manity go, Into doubt and darkness
as blank, just as blank, as futurity."

To thoso two limits, Mr. Wells con-
tinues, tho educated man's knowledgo
of the past was confined, savo for a
few "Inklings and guesses," until the
beginning of the nineteenth century
which marked the groat discovery or
the inductive past. Before then, man
was as certain of the of
anything before the world's creation
(about 4004 B. C, according to ono
ecclesiastical authority) as most of us
are still concerning the
of the future. Biu modern science,
that "relentless systematic criticism of
phenomena," to quote Mr. Wells, "has
In the past hundred years absolutely
destroyed the conception of a finitely
distant beginning of things; has abol-

ished such limits to the past as a
dated creation set, and added an
enormous vista to that limited six-

teenth century outlook." It has pro-

vided us not only with a now kind of
knowledge. but,-Nvh- at Is of immense
Importance, a knowledge obtained in
a new kind of way. If man has dis-

covered an inductive past, why can he
not discover an Inductive future? Mr.
Wells Insists further:

"If It has been possible for men by
picking out a number of suggestive
and sigrificant looking things in the
present, by comparing them, criticising
thorn, and discussing them, with a per-

petual Insistence upon 'Why?' with-

out any guiding tradition, and Indeed
In "the teeth of established beliefs, to
construct this amazing searchlight of
Inference Into the remoter past, is It

really, after all, such an extravagant

and hopeless thing to suggest that,
seeking for operating causes Instead

of for fossils, and by criticising them

as persistently and thoroughly as the
geological record has been criticised.
It may be possible to throw a search-litt-

of Inference forward instead of

backward and to attain to a knowl- -. ...

odgo of coming things as oloar, as
universally convincing and infinitely
more important to mankind than tho
cloar vision of the past that geology
has opened to use during tho nine-

teenth century?"
Granting that anything having tho

same rolatlon to tho future that man's
memory has to tho past is out of tho
question, Mr. Woils yet holds to his
faith. "I belIevo-,,Ki- affirms, "that
the time Is drawingienr when It will'
be possible to suggest a systematic ex-

ploration of tho future. And you
must not judge tho practicability of
this enterprise by tho failures of tho
past. """"So far nothing hns boon at-
tempted, so far no first-clas- s mind
hns oveg Cocusod itsolf upon thoso is-

sues; but suppose the laws of soelul'
and political dovolopmont, for oxam-pl- e,

wore glvon as many brains, woro
given as much attention, criticism and
discussion as wo have given tho laws
of chemical combination during tho
last fifty yours, what might wo not ex-

pect?". .

Tho pojnilar Idea of scientific In- -
ve.'tlgatIoAMr. Wells goes on to say,
Is a vehtnrrent, aim loss collection of
little fncfift out of which, in an acci-
dental miraculous way, cortain
marketable conjuring tricks tho
"wondersof scienco" emerge. The
popular conception of discovory is ac-

cident. But scientific men know dif-
ferently. Thoy know that tho essen-
tial thing is tho analysis of facts, not
their collection; and that tho aim and
tost, tho justification of scionco, is
pr6"pbosy."'Tb "quote at longth:

"Until o scientific theory yields
confident forecasts you know it is un-

sound and tentative; it is mere theor
izing, as evanescent as art talk of the
phantoms politicians tak about. Tho
splendid body of gravitational astron-
omy, for example, establishes Itself
upon tho certain forecast of steller
movements, and you would absolutely
refuse to believe its amassing asser-
tions if It were not for these same
unerring forecasts. . . . And it I
am right In saying that science alms
at prophecy, and If the specialist In
each science is in fact doing his best
now to prophesy within the limits of
his field, what is there to stand In
the way of our building up this grow-
ing body of forecast into an ordered
picture of the future that will be just
as certain, and perhaps Just as de-

tailed as the picture that has been
built up within the last hundred years
of the geological past?"

Until we bring prophecy down to
the aftalrs of man and his children,
Mr. Wells asserts, It Is Just as possible
to carry Inductive reasoning forward
as backward. Why should It stop at
man? Is man, then, Individually and
collectively, so much more Incalculable
than the other forces of nature? A
new element which entirely changes
the course of scientific Inquiry and
prophecv? Or does his presence only
complicate and not alter the process
of induction? How far may we rea-
sonably hope through scientific analy-
sis to discover our future? Much far-
ther, In Mr. Wells' opinion, than most
of us at present are tnenned to admit.
"I believe," he declares, "that the de- -

liberate direction of historical and so- - H
cial study toward the future and an Hl
increasing reference, a deliberate ami H

reference, to the future H
in moral and religious discussion, H
would be enormously stimulating nl H
enormously profitable to our int - jH
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